An insider’s critique of the dominant psychological models of autism by Milton, Damian
Kent Academic Repository
Full text document (pdf)
Copyright & reuse
Content in the Kent Academic Repository is made available for research purposes. Unless otherwise stated all
content is protected by copyright and in the absence of an open licence (eg Creative Commons), permissions 
for further reuse of content should be sought from the publisher, author or other copyright holder. 
Versions of research
The version in the Kent Academic Repository may differ from the final published version. 
Users are advised to check http://kar.kent.ac.uk for the status of the paper. Users should always cite the 
published version of record.
Enquiries
For any further enquiries regarding the licence status of this document, please contact: 
researchsupport@kent.ac.uk
If you believe this document infringes copyright then please contact the KAR admin team with the take-down 
information provided at http://kar.kent.ac.uk/contact.html
Citation for published version
Milton, Damian  (2011) An insider’s critique of the dominant psychological models of autism.
   In: Autscape Conference 2011, 22nd-25th Aug 2011, Ackworth, 2011.     (Unpublished)
DOI





dominant psychological models 
of autism    
Damian Milton  
MA, PGCert, BA (Hons), Dip (conv), PGCE, Mifl, MBPsS 
PhD Researcher, University of Birmingham 
Introduction 
 Critique of current psychological models regarding autism. 
 Theory of mind deficit, executive dysfunction, and weak coherence 
theory.   
 Empathising-systemising theory (Baron-Cohen, 2008) and 
monotropism theory (Murray, Lesser and Lawson, 2005).   
 A FHQWUDOFRUHµGHILFLW¶RUµGLIIHUHQFH¶LVSRVWXODWHGE\each. 
 How DFFXUDWHDUHWKH\ZKHQYLHZHGE\DQµLQVLGHU¶ZKRKDVEHHQVR
diagnosed? 
 The inconsistencies of these models need to be critiqued in order to 
subvert the dominance they enjoy in defining what it is to be autistic. 
Theory of mind deficit 
 The ability to empathise with others and imagine their thoughts and 
feelings, in order to comprehend and predict the behaviour of others 
DOVRFDOOHGµPLQG-UHDGLQJ¶DQGµmentalising¶ 
 This was postulated as a key feature of autism due its 
distinctiveness, in terms of not being found with other syndromes. 
 Baron-Cohen et al. (1985) found that 80% of autistic children 
between the ages of 6-16 failed at false belief tasks.   
 These findings were also repeated in subsequent studies using 
people rather than dolls like in the Sally-Ann test (Leslie and Frith, 
1988). 
Critique 
 Eisenmajer and Prior (1991) suggested that task failure could be 
due to difficulties with language or memory.   
 DeGelder (1987) - failure to complete such tasks could be due to a 
lack of motivation to deceive. 
 Nazeer (2006) ± failure may be due to test anxiety and second 
JXHVVLQJH[DPLQHUVKDYLQJDOUHDG\JLYHQDQµLQFRUUHFWUHVSRQVH¶WR
the initial part of the experiment. 
 Rogers et al. (2003) ± difference between the ability to ascertain the 
feelings of others and the development of empathy once these 
feelings are known about.   




 The theory does not give an explanatory account of other autistic 
behaviour patterns, such as an insistence on sameness or 
µstereotypies¶ 
 Nazeer (2006) ± Everyone can make mistakes, something that is 
relied upon by actors, liars, spies and salespeople. 
 Lawson (2010) ± Theory of mind built up by different means, and 
through interests being developed. 
 Difficulties with understanding self and other have also been cited 
regarding those who are deaf, blind, or those with a diagnosis of 
schizophrenia (Dahlgren et al., 2003 and Peterson et al., 2000, cited 
in Lawson, 2010; Sprong et al. 2007). 
 )RUPHSHRSOHDUHHVVHQWLDOO\XQSUHGLFWDEOHDQGIXOOµHPSDWK\¶LVD
µFRQYHQLHQW¶LOOXVLRQ 
 Essentially, the theory of mind explanation of autism is neither able 
to show universality or causal precedence. 
 
Ethnomethodology and autism 
 Garfinkel (1967) - the fragile nature of perceived social reality. 
 When WKHµQDWXUDODWWLWXGH¶WKHEHOLHIWKDWHYHU\WKLQJLVKRZRQH
thinks it is and others perceive things in much the same way) is 
µEUHDFKHG¶SHRSOHDUHSXWXQGHUDVWDWHRIVWUHVVDQGGRHYHU\WKLQJ
in their power to repair the breach. 
 Everyday LQWHUDFWLRQLQYROYHVWKHZRUNRIµVNLOOHGVRFLDODFWRUV¶- 
HDVLO\EURNHQGRZQLILQGLYLGXDOVGRQRWVKDUHDFRPPRQµHWKQR¶RU
shared cultural understanding) of the methods of communicating 
these understandings.   
The double empathy problem 
 ,IDXWLVWLFSHRSOHDUHQRWVRFLDOLVHGLQWRWKHVDPHVKDUHGµHWKQR¶DV
µneurotypical¶SHRSOH- µEUHDFKHV¶LQXQGHUVWDQGLQJZRXOGKDSSHQDOO
the time, leaving both in a state of confusion. 
 7KHUHH[LVWVDµdouble empathy¶SUREOHPLQWKHVHQVHRIERWK
autistic and neurotypical people having a severe difficulty in 
XQGHUVWDQGLQJWKHµRWKHU¶ 
 McGeer (2004) ± 7KHRULHVEDVHGXSRQWKHQRWLRQRIDµODFNRI
HPSDWK\¶DUHEDVHGRQDRQH-sided asymmetrical view of two people 
failing to understand one another. 
 Lack of awareness of self and others shown to be untrue when 
looking at the personal accounts of those diagnosed. 
Executive dysfunction 
 Disrupted development of central executive processing. 
 Linked WRWKHEHKDYLRXUDOREVHUYDWLRQVRIµULJLGLW\¶RIWKRXJKW 
 Executive dysfunction refers to the ability to maintain an appropriate 
problem-solving strategy in order to attain a future goal.  
 Hughes (2001), disruption to the central executive would lead to 
difficulties in pretend play and maintaining joint attention with others. 
 
Critique 
 Lawson (2010) suggests that difficulties with executive functioning is 
common amongst autistic people, yet not a causal factor. 
 When interested and focused, autistic people can display similar 
executive functioning to neuro-typical people. 
 5DWKHUWKDQXWLOLVLQJDVWDQGDUGµIXQFWLRQDOLVW¶FRJQLWLYHSV\FKRORJLFDO
view of executive processing, I would suggest there may be a 
difference within the way autistic executive processing operates, 
rather than an impairment or deficiency. 
Central coherence theory 
 Happe (1994a) ± previous theories mentioned have lack of 
H[SODQDWRU\YDOXHZKHQFRQVLGHULQJDXWLVWLFµVWUHQJWKV¶DQGµWDOHQWV¶ 
 Shah and Frith (1983) found that autistic people outperformed non-
autistic people at embedded figure tests, and picking out details 
from a visual array. 
 7KHVHWDVNVUHTXLUHGWKHLJQRULQJRIµRYHUDOOPHDQLQJ¶LQRUGHUWR
VROYHDQGZDVIROORZHGE\VLPLODUILQGLQJVXVLQJDµEORFNGHVLJQ¶
task (Shah and Frith, 1993). 
 Happe (1994a) ± WKLVµZHDNGULYHIRUFHQWUDOFRKHUHQFH¶ZRXOG
account for problems with processing overall contextual meanings, 
whilst simultaneously having advantages in processing details or 
parts of an overall context, opening up the debate regarding whether 
DXWLVPFRXOGEHVHHQDVDµFRJQLWLYHVW\OH¶UDWKHUWKDQDµGHILFLW¶LQ
processing. 
The Navon test 
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Critique 
 Mottron et al. (1999), Baron-Cohen (2008), Lawson (2010) - autistic 
SHRSOHDUHDEOHWRSURFHVVWKHµZKROHSLFWXUH¶$XWLVWLFSHRSOHDUH
able to process the larger letter, yet have a tendency to be drawn to 
the smaller.   




Empathising-systemising (E-S) theory 
 Baron-Cohen (2008) argued that alongside µGHOD\VDQGGHILFLWV¶LQ
empathy, the strengths found amongst autistic people could be 
H[SODLQHGE\DQLQWDFWRUHYHQVXSHULRUVNLOOLQµV\VWHPLVLQJ¶ 
 Refers to the drive to analyse and construct µV\VWHPV¶ 
 Reinterprets autistic traits as a result of intelligent behaviour rather 
than with reference to a damaged cognitive system. 
 Regarded DVDµFRJQLWLYHVW\OH¶- highly purposeful in discovering the 




 Circularity of logic - the diagnostic tests utilised to define autism 
already operate within a framework of deficient empathy and 
features described by Baron-&RKHQDVµV\VWHPDWLF¶WKHUHIRUH
those diagnosed will inevitably score in a predictable fashion on 
these quotients. 
 ³:KDWZHQHHGWRDSSUHFLDWHLVWKDWWKH\>SV\FKRPHWULF
questionnaires] are maps and not the territory, metaphor and not the 
WKLQJLWVHOI´Timini et al. 2011: 83). 
 Use of quotient questionnaires to measure personality are very 
reminiscent of psychometric personality testing, exemplified in the 
work of Eysenck and 5DFKPDQ¶V (1965). 
 Like Eysenck and Rachman (1965), Baron-Cohen (2008) suggests 
an underlying biological cause for differences on the empathising-
systemising continuum. 
Critique (2) 
 Richards (2002) - trait theory rests upon the assumption that a 
consistent structure of personality resides in each individual person, 
yet Richards (2002) argues that traits are nothing more than 
FRQVWUXFWLRQVLQWKHµH\HRIWKHEHKROGHU¶WKDWUHIOHFWDZRUOGYLHZRI
the perceiver, rooted within cultural ideologies, and not a reflection 
of inner psychological dispositions of those being rated. 
 Mischel (1968, cited in Butt, 2007) also criticised the questionnaires 
XVHGLQSV\FKRPHWULFWHVWLQJZLWKZRUGVVXFKDVµRIWHQ¶EHLQJ
construed to mean different things to different people and are thus 
DQLQYDOLGLQGLFDWRURIVRPHµXQGHUO\LQJWUDLW¶DFFRUGLQJO\EHKDYLRXU
is theorised as much more context specific and socially situated. 
Monotropism 
 Murray et al. (2005) argue that the central core feature in autism 
refers to an atypical strategy being employed in the distribution of 
attention. 
 Monotropism suggests that the amount of attention available to an 
individual at any one time is necessarily limited, as can be found 
amongst numerous cognitive studies. 
 Murray et al. (2005) propose that strategies for the way attention is 
used is normally distributed, and to a large degree genetically 





 This theory suggests a number of features found in autistic 
subjective accounts that are not attended to by the other 
psychological theories.  For instance, how individuals on the autism 
spectrum show a tendency toward either being passionately 
interested in a task or phenomena, or not interested at all. 
 Monotropism also suggests a reason for the sensory integration 
difficulties found in the accounts of autistic people, as they suggest 
WKHUHLVDµK\SHU-DZDUHQHVV¶RISKHQRPHQDZLWKLQWKHattentional 
tunnel, but hypo-sensitivity to phenomena outside of it.  
 µ:HVXJJHVWWKDWWKHXQHYHQVNLOOVSURILOHLQDXWLVPGHSHQGVRQ
which interests have been fired into monotropic superdrive and 
which have been left unstimulated E\DQ\IHOWH[SHULHQFH¶0XUUD\
et al. 2005: 143). 
 
Criticisms raised by others on the spectrum 
 Ian Ford - ZKDWFRQVWLWXWHVWKHHVVHQWLDOµDXWLVWLFGLIIHUHQFH¶LVQRW
distinguished from initial diagnostic procedures ± reifying the 
existing criteria, rather than critiquing it. 
 Amanda Baggs - WKHGHILQLWLRQRIµPRQR¶RUµRQH¶EHLQJDQLQDFFXUDWH
description of autistic thought processes. 
 1RµSXUH¶GHVFULSWLRQRIDXWLVWLFH[SHULHQFHDVPHGLDWHGWKURXJK
cultural discourse and the views of non-autistic people: 
 µMonotropism may be rooted in autistic people being constantly told 
by others we have a one track mind without sufficient reflection on 
ZKDWRQHWUDFNPHDQV¶ 
The legacy of psychological theories 
 Grayson (2006) argues that psychological theory has contributed to 
the well-being of autistic children, socially, educationally and 
clinically.   
 It is questionable however, as to how the positioning of autistic 
people as cognitively deficient, has helped the well-being of autistic 
people in society. 
 Happe (1994a) suggests that a psychological theory of autism must 
be able to explain the co-occurrence of the three core impairments 
as described in diagnostic criteria.  However, by taking such a 
position, she reifies the existing behavioural system of classification 
as unproblematic, a view not necessarily shared by those diagnosed 
as such. 
The legacy of psychological theories (2) 
 $QRIWHQUHSRUWHGDXWLVWLFµGLIIHUHQFH¶LVWKDWRIVHQVLWLYLW\WRVHQVRU\
stimuli (Rodgers et al. 2003).  Yet, as this characteristic was not 
initially observable in outward behaviour, coupled with its lack of 
specificity to those diagnosed as autistic, it has acquired little 
attention until fairly recently. 
 A major criticism of these models, is that they are formed (with the 
exception of monotropism theory) from a perspective of a cognitive 
paradigm overly restricted by its total adherence to scientific 
positivistic method. 
 Dawson et al. (2008) and Lawson (2010) ± critical of the normative 
YLHZRIGHYHORSPHQWDQGWKHµGLVRUGHUHGRWKHU¶ 
The legacy of psychological theories (3) 
 µ$QH[SOLFLWGLVDYRZDORIWKHSV\FKRDQDO\WLFIRUPXODWLRQRIDXWLVPDV
rooted in the mother-child relationship motivated the project of 
GHILQLQJDXWLVPVWULFWO\DVDQRUJDQLFGLVRUGHU¶Nadesan, 2005: 
148). 
 The victory spared the mother, yet lay the blame at the autistic 
person themselves. 
 
Psychological theories and ownership 
 These psychological accounts actively socially construct what it is to 
EHµDXWLVWLF¶ 
 This has a massive impact on the social lives of autistic people, in 
terms of how they are regarded by both professionals and the 
general public (in a diluted and distorted form). 
 $ODFNRIµWKHRU\RIPLQG¶KDVRIWHQEHHQFLWHGDVDQHVVHQWLDO




be linked to violence and criminality (Baron-Cohen, 2011). 




 The theory of monotropism is a welcome departure from the 
theoretical dominance of positivism, yet is also not without its critics. 
 )LQDOO\ZKDWHYHUWKHELRORJLFDOFDXVHRIWKHµDXWLVWLFGLIIHUHQFH¶PD\
be in noumenal reality, the way in which autism is socially 
constructed and constituted through discourse, is an academic 
research area which has been woefully subsumed under the weight 
of cognitive and biomedical frames of reference. 
Damian Milton  
MA, PGCert, BA (Hons), Dip (conv), PGCE, Mifl, MBPsS 
PhD Researcher, University of Birmingham 
Any questions? 
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